The neonatal liver part II: Assessment and diagnosis of liver dysfunction.
The liver, the largest organ in the body, performs many essential functions, including the storage and filtration of blood, production of bile, regulation of plasma proteins and glucose, and biotransformation of drugs and toxins. Many neonates display signs of hepatic dysfunction such as hyperbilirubinemia, hepatomegaly, or elevated liver enzymes. Primary liver disease in neonates is rare; much of the liver dysfunction seen in the neonatal period is secondary to systemic illness such as sepsis or hypoxic injury. It is important for the clinician to have the skills and knowledge necessary to distinguish intrinsic liver disease from liver dysfunction resulting from extrahepatic causes. Early intervention to address the cause of dysfunction is critical to successful management of liver disease. This article reviews the assessment of liver function in neonates and examines the techniques used to diagnose liver dysfunction.